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INVESTIGATION OF AIR FORCE PLANE CRASH AT 
MORNINGSIDE, MD. 


The subcommittee under the chairmanship of Hon. Lansdale G. 
Sasscer conducted open hearings on April 18, 1951, to inquire into 
all of the phases and circumstances surrounding the crash of the B—25 
airplane at Morningside, Md., on Sunday, April 8, 1951, which caused 
the immediate death of three persons and seriously injured several 
others. The purpose of this investigation was not to try anyone, 
but to ascertain the causes and prevent as far as possible similar 
occurrences at Andrews Air Force Base and other bases located in 
thickly populated areas. 


FINDINGS 


Testimony revealed that the subject aircraft had a history of 
trouble with its hydraulic system and landing gear. It was stated 
that the hydraulic system of this ship had caused it to be a problem 
to the maintenance and supply group to which it was charged. 

The day before the crash, Saturday, April 7, 1951, this airplane 
was flown and upon its return the pilot reported that he had to use 
the emergency hand pump in order to get the gear into position while 
coming in for a landing. Upon this report, following normal pro- 
cedures, the aircraft was grounded and the landing gear was over- 
hauled completely. New parts were installed where necessary. After 
the repairs were made the ship was given the usual ground tests. 
The plane passed all of these tests on Saturday afternoon and was 
then turned over to the Flight Test Section for appropriate flight 
tests. 

On Sunday, April 8, 1951, the test pilot assigned to the ship, 
together with another pilot and crewman, while making a routine 
check of the aircraft discovered that the hydraulic fluid in the tank 
was low. They turned the ship back to the maintenance shop for 
further inspection. While the ship was being repaired the crew flight 
tested another plane that had been placed on the line for inspection. 
When they returned to this ship they were advised that two gallons 
of hydraulic fluid had been added to the hydraulic tank and that the 
aircraft was now ready for flight. The shortage of hydraulic fluid 
alone was an indication that the utmost care had not been taken by 
the maintenance and supply group. They had placed an aircraft on 
the line certified for flight when in fact the aircraft was not fully 
equipped with fluid. 

The officer who signed on as pilot for the ship was not a test pilot 
although he was accompanied by a test pilot on this flight. It was 
testified that during the take-off the plane “touched back.’’ That is, 
immediately after the airplane was airborne, for some unknown reason, 
it dipped and the wheels touched the ground. The pilot apparently 
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pulled the lever to retract the landing gear as soon as the plane left 
the ground. The touch-back was described as being very slight. It 
was also testified that it is not unusual to have an airplane react in 
this manner. 

Immediately thereafter the crew noticed that the landing gear 
was not functioning properly. The copilot stated that the hydraulic 
pressure had gone down; that the right gear and the nose wheel were 
still partially extended and that the gears had not retracted to their 
proper positions. The crew also observed that the actuating cylinder 
for the left gear was hanging down. The maintenance and supply 
personnel testified that these conditions could have been caused by 
the touch-back. 

The pilot called Andrews Air Force tower on the radio and de- 
scribed the disabled landing gear. The tower relayed messages to 
the officers of the maintenance and supply group and to the deputy 
for operations. They summoned experts in hydraulic systems to 
the tower to explain to the crew of the crippled aircraft what cor- 
rective action should be taken. During this time the ship kept circling 
this area. 

All emergency procedures were tried. The aircraft was put into 
steep dives. and pulled out violently in an endeavor to have the 
centrifugal force lock the wheels in down position. All types of 
acrobatic maneuvers were tried. But the crew only succeeded in 
getting the left gear to go into place and lock. 

The crew of the airplane used the one extra gallon of hydraulic 
fluid that was on board but because of an apparent ruptured line 
the fluid leaked overboard. Following instructions from the tower 
the crew of the airplane made Sanat repairs on the defective hy- 
draulic line. However, the effectiveness of the repairs could not : 
tested without additional fluid; consequently the airfield sent an- 
other aireraft aloft with extra gallons of hydraulic fluid to be lowered 
to the crippled airplane. The rope that the second aircraft brought 
up was too-short. They had to land and get a longer piece. Even 
with the extra length of rope it was discovered that the turbulent 
air from the propellers of the damaged airplane prevented the lowering 
of the fluid and greatly endangered the -operations of the airplane. 

The cans of fluid being lowered dangled dangerously close to the 
propellers, and rather than risk the possibility of a serious accident 
these tactics were discontinued. 

During these trials which took about 4 hours the aircraft continued 
to circle this area. The gasoline supply then began to run low. 
When every possible suggestion was followed and the landing gear 
failed to respond, the pilot decided to abandon the aircraft. 

This airplane was not equipped with shoulder straps and in view 
of the condition of the landing gear it was felt that a crash landing 
would be extremely hazardous. The pilot advised the Andrews 
tower of his decision to abandon the airplane and received the follow- 
ing instructions relating to the heading on which to set the airplane 
before jumping: 

* * * what we would like to have you do is fly directly over Andrews Field 
and on the first pass have the copilot and engineer bail out. The pilot will take 


the airplane around and come in on a heading of 120°, trim the airplane, and the 
pilot will bail out on the second pass on a heading of 120° over Andrews. 
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By trimming the aircraft and setting it on the 120° course it was 
intended for the airplane to fly over the Chesapeake Bay. It was 
testified that plans had been made for two jet fighter planes to follow 
the abandoned aircraft and to shoot it down when it got over the bay. 
The crew bailed out over the field, leaving the airplane flying on a 
course of 120° with both motors delivering power. However, imme- 
diately after the pilot bailed out the plane circled and crashed. No 
witnesses would state with any degree of certainty what caused the 
aircraft to change course. 

The plane struck the ground in the town of Morningside, Md., 
which adjoins the Andrews Air Force Base. After bouncing over the 
main highway, it burrowed its way down Lombardy Road for approxi- 
mately 1,000 feet, narrowly missing several houses. At the end of 
the road it struck the home of Sgt. and Mrs. Samuel R. Snyder. 
The officials of the Morningside Fire Department testified that the 
house immediately went up in flames and that every available piece 
of equipment was brought to the scene immediately. Testimony 
further revealed that a lack of water hampered the effort of firemen. 

The fire department used the 500 gallons of water carried on one 
truck and 300 gallons carried on the other. But this was not enough 
to confine the fire. It was indicated that if an adequate supply of 
water had been available it may have been possible to save the life 
of one of the occupants of the house. 

The committee was advised by the commanding general, headquar- 
ters command, that his command would not interpose any objection 
to an application by the Morningside Fire Department to connect 
with the main water line serving Andrews Field. The purpose of 
tapping this main water line would merely be to accord relief in the 
case of fires or in the event of a similar accident occurring in this town 
in the future. 

Testimony was made before the subcommittee that some airplanes 
will.fly only a few seconds on a straight and level course without a pilot 
at the controls. Other airplanes have flown without a pilot for hours 
and have traveled as far as 2,000 miles. However, there was general 
agreement that no one could predict where and w hen an air plane would 
crash after the crew abandons it with the motors still running. 

But prior to this crash and prior to the appointment of the subcom- 
mittee to investigate the accident, the United States Air Force sanc- 
tioned the practice of abandoning airplanes in an emergency over any 
area with the motors going full speed. 

The subcommittee is glad to note that since the appointment of the 
subcommittee the commanding general, headquarters command, which 
includes Bolling and Andrews Air Fields issued the following command 
regulation, directing that disabled aircraft be flown toward the Atlantic 
Ocean before being abandoned: 
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CoMMAND REGULATION Comd Reg 62-3 
No. 62-3 } 
HEADQUARTERS COMMAND, 
Unrrep Strares Arr Force, 
Boturnc Atr Force Base, 
Washington 25, D. C., April 17, 1957. 


FLYING SAFETY 
ABANDONMENT OF AIRCRAFT IN FLIGHT 
(This regulation supersedes Command Regulation 62-3, April 10, 1951) 


1. Purpose.—This regulation outlines the procedure to be used should an 
emergency arise which dictates the abandonment of an aircraft in flight in the 
Washington area. 

2. Responsibility —The commanding officers of the 1050th and 1100th Air Base 
Wings will insure that pilot and control personnel on duty at their respective bases 
are familiar with the provisions outlined herein. 

3. Procedure. 

(a) In the event that abandonment of a disabled aircraft becomes necessary, 
all possible action will be taken on the part of the pilot to insure that the aircraft 
is abandoned in an area in which the crash hazard of the aircraft is minimized and 
maximum regard for the safety of the populace is exercised. 

(6) Control personnel on duty at Andrews and Bolling Air Force Bases will 
advise pilots, who indicate that a state of emergency exists which will necessitate 
the abandonment of their aircraft, to proceed toward the Atlantic Ocean area and 
abandon their aircraft at such an altitude and attitude as to preclude its return 
to a populated area. 

By command of Brigadier General LEE: 

W. T. Kemp, 
Colonel, USAF, 
Chief of Staff. 
Official: 
S. S. LaRue, 
Major, USAF, 
Adjutant General. 


CONCLUSIONS 


The evidence developed the inescapable conclusion that the crash 
at Morningside, Md., could have been prevented. The aircraft was 
not in such a state of emergency that the pilot had to abandon it over 
Andrews Field. He should have flow the plane out of the thickly 
settled area before bailing out. However, responsibility for the 
tragedy was not confined to the pilot. Testimony indicated that all 
echelons of the command must be accountable for the crash. 

The maintenance and supply group permitted this aircraft to_ be 
flown continuously and regularly in spite of its long history of hy- 
draulic trouble. The operations officers who were in constant touch 
with this aircraft by radio during the 4% hours it was in the air at no 
time directed the pilot to take the pl ine out of this area before aban- 
doning it. Furthermore, responsibility rested upon the headquarters 
command for the issuance of proper regulations directing the flight of 
aircraft under emergency conditions. In this case the regulations were 
put out too late. The present command regulation should be clarified. 
One officer understood that the regulation was advisory and not an 
order from the headquarters command. 

The sanction granted by the USAF at the time of this crash per- 
mitted a pilot to abandon his aircraft over any area with the motors 
delivering power and thereby imperil the populace communities. 
The pilots of the Air Force planes that are on missions in the United 
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States must not be permitted to disregard their duty to the people 
living in congested areas. No one can predict when an aircraft under 
power and without a crew will change course and dive toward the 
ground. 

The lessons learned here must not be forgotten. USAF Regulations 
which permit the pilot to abandon his aircraft with the motors deliver- 
ing power on his own judgment exclusively should be modified. He 
should be permitted to take action which will prevent his death or 
serious injury, but he must not be permitted by unrestricted personal 
decision to allow his unmanaged plane to go roaring into communities 
of helpless citizens. 

There is an obvious deficiency in USAF pilot training. At least 
eight officers, all of them pilots, spent over 4}; hours in flying or in 
directing the flight of this disabled aircraft over Washington, D. C. 
Not one made the suggestion that the plane be flown to the Chesapeake 
Bay, the Atlantic Ocean, or even to an isolated spot in this area before 
being abandoned. Training in emergency procedures would have 
prepared these men in precisely what procedure to follow to insure 
that there would be no loss of life when the plane crashed. 

Test flights should only be conducted by experienced and trained 
pilots and crews. ‘Test pilots are required to have a greater know- 
ledge of the technical aspects of aircraft design, structure, and the 
functioning parts of the plane. It is exceedingly poor technique 
which permits anyone but a test pilot to take aircraft on inspection 
flights. 

Test flights should be made carrying aloft such spares as might 
assist the crew in making repairs of nonfunctioning parts while the 
aircraft is in flight. In the subject case at least 2% hours were spent 
lowering hydraulic fluid. A life-jacket should also be carried as 
regular equipment on all test flights in which the aircraft is likely to 
fly in the vicinity of large bodies of water. 

Considerable significance was attached to the touch-back made 
by this aircraft. Testimony by the maintenance and supply group 
officers indicated that the touch-back damaged the landing gear. 
Accordingly, serious thought should be given to the possibility of 
developing technique requiring all pilots to obtain a safe altitude 
before pulling the lever to retract the wheels. 

The subcommittee recommends that the town of Morningside, Md., 
be permitted to tap the Federal water line running through the com- 
munity to Andrews Field for fire purposes. Testimony indicated 
that one of the persons killed might have been saved had the water 
supply been available for the fire department to hook onto. 

LANSDALE G. SAsscErR, 
Subcommittee Chairman. 
O. C. FisHer. 


Lesutie C. ARENDS. 
Approved: 


Cari Vinson, Chairman. 
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